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Abstract
Segregation in the United States has been in existence for many decades. A result of social, economic and political effects, community
members of different races, ethnicities and social classes tend to congregate and live together in the segregated neighborhoods of
American cities.1 While social values now are more open to integration than they were a century ago, tradition, familiarity, and social ties
keep this segregated distribution alive today.2 This project is exploring the topic of segregation in cities by investigating the question, how
do we create an architecture that breaks through social divides to encourage more socially inclusive urban environments?
By using Chicago as a case study, the project proposes a network of “Cultural Activators” to be placed on the borders between these
segregated neighborhood pockets, in hopes of encouraging a multicultural education in the city. This project is not proposing a solution to
segregation in the city; it only speculates that placing activators in these neighborhoods could allow citizens more access to learning about
and understanding other social ideas, beliefs and values. These activators will not be specific to one neighborhood but will be able to be
used by any cultural community, meaning that at certain times, cultural celebrations and activities can be injected into neighborhoods of
different ideologies. The activators are designed in a way that allows for many programs, activities and celebrations to occur in a multi-use
space, while being easily understood as a place to encourage sharing of ideas and values among the larger community. Symbolic forms,
customizable space, and interchanging program identify these sites as important cultural anchors within the city.
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Situation
This thesis is based on segregation that is prevalent throughout the United States. While this is a country-wide issue, this thesis focuses
on Chicago as a case study to explore the question being posed but could theoretically be applied to any site in any city. In Chicago
specifically, there are four major ethnic groups that reside in well defined pockets of the city: Caucasian, African American, Asian and
Hispanic. Demographic maps clearly show the divisions between these groups, and there is very little crossover or integration of ethnic
groups in these neighborhoods.3 In addition to these four main groups, other cultural pockets have been identified that exist within the
city, including Greek, German, Swedish, Italian and Ukraine.4 Each of these nine ethnic groups are being researched to identify their key
values, celebrations and beliefs as they relate to how they conduct their daily lives.
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The following map series illustrates information about demographics and the urban fabric of Chicago to gain a better understanding of the
site being used to test the cultural activator typology. A study of where existing cultural events are currently happening and at what time
of the year, the location of existing cultural institutions, the routes of public transportation networks, and the locations of different cultural
neighborhoods helped to define the site and its parameters given the issue of segregation.
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Cultural Events, by Quarter. Locations of planned 2019
cultural events throughout the city of Chicago. Map base
was created using ArcGIS Software by ESRI. Location of
events provided by Google Maps.

Museums
Cultural Centers
Libraries

Cultural Institutions. Locations of existing cultural
institutions in the city of Chicago. Map base was created
using ArcGIS Software by ESRI. Location of institutions
provided by Google Maps.
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Transportation Networks. Public transportation
network in the city of Chicago. Map was created using
ArcGIS Software by ESRI. Transportation network
information provided by ArcGIS Software by ESRI.

Ukraine
Greece
China
Germany
Italy
Sweden
Mexico
Africa

Cultural Neighborhoods. Cultural neighborhoods
broken into ethnic groups. Map base was created using
ArcGIS Software by ESRI.
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Cultural Research
With a wide range of cultures in the city of Chicago, a study into the different activities of each helped to gain a better understanding of
what types of programmatic spaces would be necessary for all members of the community to be able to use the activator. While each of
the individual neighborhoods have different festivals, there are direct commonalities between the different ways that beliefs, ideologies
and culture are expressed. Art, dance, music, costume, food, and markets are just some of the ways in which these ideas are conveyed,
and while the art, dance, or food differs from neighborhood to neighborhood, similar facilities and programmatic requirements are common
throughout. Providing spaces to accommodate each of these activities is necessary and fosters more specific spatial requirements.
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How can architecture break through social divides to encourage more socially inclusive urban environments?

The main approach to this thesis has been to identify the situation and propose a method to address, though not solve, the current
problems regarding segregation. The first step in the research process was to identify exactly how segregation impacts cities and what
factors influence segregation. Following this research, it was important to identify a new typology of architecture that could be employed
and designed to address this issue. To do this, case studies were chosen that explore the concept of uniting groups of people of different
beliefs and values. This was done by researching what specific cultures inhabit Chicago and what sets them apart from one another. It
was also imperative to consider how the introduction of a new typology would impact the city, so site studies were necessary to identify
what types of site should be chosen and why. Finally, it is possible to begin designing the new typology as a framework that can be
employed not just in Chicago, but in various cities throughout the country.
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Cultural Activator
The creation of the “Cultural Activator” typology is integral to the design approach of this thesis. This typology can be characterized by
its innate temporality and is recognizable for its monumental form. To encourage mixing of cultures within the city, the activator’s main
role is to provide a multi-use, highly transformable facility that allows for any event to be hosted. With a wide range of cultures, beliefs,
and ideologies comes differing activities and festivals, and providing facilities that can accommodate all these needs encourages a wide
range of cultural exposure to the city to which it is introduced. By presenting the cultural activator not as a single entity within the city, but
as a network that appears throughout, a mixing and intermingling of activities can be established. The success of the network relies on
a shift in which communities make use of which activator. A network would allow a community making use of a neighboring activator to
share their celebrations with a new group of people.
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The location for the proposed network of these activators within the city of Chicago is based on a set of site considerations that are
important to their function. The sites should be free from existing buildings, so useable infrastructure is not removed from the urban
fabric. This also allows for the possibility to improve the neighborhoods to which these are being introduced by cleaning up abandoned
properties or lots. These sites should also be easily accessible from the surrounding areas, and sites close to public transportation lines
are preferred, so that community members without access to personal transportation are still able to participate. Finally, it is important that
the activators be adjacent to an open space or a public park. This allows for events to spill out into the city to accommodate large scale
activities and celebrations. To create discourse between at least two communities, the activators are placed on the boundary between
neighborhoods. This encourages at least two different sets of activities to be happening in the same activator and makes it more likely that
events will be attended by people from more than one community.

Ukraine
Greece
China
Germany
Italy
Sweden
Mexico
Africa
Proposed Activator Location
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Proposed Network. Proposed locations for cultural activators to be inserted into the city, according
to specified site requirements. Activators located at the edges of cultural pockets, not in the middle to
encourage many groups of people to share an activator. Map base was created using ArcGIS Software by
ESRI.
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Considering the programmatic requirements of the various cultures around the city of Chicago is important to the understanding of the
types of spaces that might be necessary to accommodate in the activator. After investigating a range of activities that might take place, a
set of requirements for the program of these activators was developed, including large and small group gathering spaces, food production
and education facilities, exhibition spaces, classrooms, and community meeting spaces. The most important consideration, however, is
the idea of temporality, or the ability of the activator to be transformed to accommodate any activity that it would host.

Site Images and Site Plan. One
example of an ideal site to host a
cultural activator, located south of
downtown chicago in an African
American pocket of the city. This
site is used for design exploration,
and would be one of many sites
in the proposed masterplan of the
project. Images courtesy of Google
Earth and Google Earth Street View.
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Substrate Factory. Aki Hamada Architects. Addition to a circuit board
factory in Kanagawa, Japan. Images courtesy of Aki Hamada Architects.
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Main Concepts 01: Transformation, Adaptability
Imperial Village of Katsura, Japan. A 17th century villa outside of Kyoto,
Japan. Image courtesy of Evan Chakroff.

19

One main concept in the design of the activators is the idea of transformation and adaptability. Looking at three precedents, the Substrate
Factory by Aki Hamada Architects, the Imperial Village of Katsura, Japan and the Fun Palace by Cedric Price, helped to inform the
design of the activator. All three of these precedents are interested in the idea of transforming space. The substrate factory employs
operable façade panels that can open or close, depending on the desired transparency of the program within. The interior partitions are
also operable, allowing for the spatial dimensions to change and divide in ways that allow for the best use of space at any given time.5
The Imperial village is another example of a use of interior partitions. Not unique to this project, the tatami mat in Japanese architecture
provides a basis for the divisions of the space.6 Traditionally, shoji, operable wall panels, are used to divide rooms in Japanese architecture,
and was an inspiration for the substrate factory.7 The third study, the Fun Palace, is a more contemporary example of transforming
architecture. In this project, the user can configure the space exactly as they desire, using the existing framework as a support system.
This allows anyone to do anything in the space; anything from dancing to operating machinery.8 The lessons on how these projects handle
the main concepts of adaptability and participation was informative in the final design of this project.

Fun Palace. Cedric Price. Unbuilt system for a changing structure. Image
coourtesy of Ruairi Glynn.

20

Fun Palace. Cedric Price. Unbuilt system for a changing structure. Image
courtesy of Ruairi Glynn.

21
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Butaro District Hospital. MASS Design Group,
Rwanda. Image Courtesy of Iwan Baan.
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Main Concepts 02: Participation

Participation is an important concept in the success of the activator, because it relies heavily on the community to use the facility and adapt it to
their own needs. Two studies into projects that engage the community they are built to serve, provided interesting insight into how to design for the
community. The first project, Butaro District Hospital in Rwanda by MASS Design Group, employed the community in the construction of the project.9
By doing this, community members were taught valuable skills in construction that could be repeated elsewhere, and the community had a huge stake
in the success of the hospital. The community took ownership and agency in the accomplishment of successfully constructing a beautiful building from
local materials. The second project is the Half a House project by Alejandro Arvenna and his firm Elemental. This typology was created to provide long
term, low cost relief housing for communities effected by natural disasters.10 To do this, the homeowners are provided with one half of a house, a frame
in which one half is left empty and the other half provides the minimum requirements for low income housing. This system provides for immediate
shelter for families but allows for the empty half to be completed in order to double the size of the dwelling as more funds and resources become
available.11 This creates neighborhoods that are highly personalized, and while Elementals architecture is still visible, the personalities of each of the
homeowners still comes through. These are both important projects to consider in the design of the activator, because they both successfully control
community involvement and participation in the actual design and construction of the project.

Half a House. Elemental. Constitucion, Chile.
Image courtesy of 99 Percent Invisible.

23

Half a House. Elemental. Iquique, Chile. Image
courtesy of 99 Percent Invisible.

24
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Design
The final design for the cultural activator is based on the concepts of temporality, transformability, adaptability and participation. To
consider these concepts, a typology was created that supplies a static mass that can be combined with a dynamic framework. The
static mass has a simultaneously monumental form and small scale. At about 3,000 square feet of static programmatic space meant to
accommodate small scale events, the form relies heavily on its ability to transform and adapt to larger scale festivals that it might host. To
do this, the mass takes the shape of a central core that supports three pin-wheeling cantilevers. The use of cantilever allows the ground
plane to be free of building, and enables the city to flow onto the site, in and around the activator.
The dynamic framework is composed of a kit of parts. This kit contains scaffold-like elements that can be assembled to create temporary
structures adjacent to, below, above, and around the mass, and plug into designated slots demarcated on the ground of the site, the façade
of the mass, and the underside and roof of the cantilevers. By establishing locations that the kit of parts can occupy, the architect has
some agency in the design and safety of the temporary structures that are added to the building, while still allowing for infinite possibilities
of added programmatic space. The scaffolding can be built vertically, horizontally, and can even be inserted into the cantilevers to divide
the space vertically or to partition the interior space for smaller gatherings. Panels, both solid and glass, can be added to the scaffolding
to enclose the space, or railings can be inserted to ensure safety in an open-air assembly.
When the activator is not in use, it is still intended to be a space for the community. It has been designed in a way that allows for daily
use, from a food truck pop-up location to an art exhibition space. The community can paint murals on its walls, bring yard games to its
grounds, or teach classes either outside, or inside the cantilevered spaces.
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Static Program Zones
Food Production
Circulation
Mechanical
Storage

4
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3
9
1
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30’
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1. window opening for transparency into the mass
2. cantilever to free up ground space to allow for maximum space for
activity on the ground plane
3. brick openings for additional light into the mass
4. roof terrace for additional programmatic space

Adaptable Program Plug-ins
Multi-use Interior Spaces
Dynamic Program Zones

5. filleted corners to highlight the singularity and monumentality of the
mass
6. basement storage for the kit of parts and mechanical systems
7. ground plug-in openings to allow for a semi-controlled assembly of
the kit of parts
8. wall plug-in openings to allow for the kit of parts to climb vertically
around the mass
9. roof plug-in openings to allow for the kit of parts to surround and
envelop the mass, adding to useable program area
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Physical Model Photo. A View
of the base state of the massing
of the activator, without any of the
kit of parts applied to the massing.

Physical Model Photo. A view
of the activator with the kit of
parts configured into a dance hall
and stage set up for a Spanish
Flamenco Festival on the site.

Physical
Model
Photo.
A
view of the activator with the
kit of parts configured into a
belacher and screen set up for a
Latino Film Festival on the site.

Physical Model Photo. A view
of the activator with the kit of
parts configured into a beer hall
for a German Oktoberfest on
the site. The kit of parts flows
through the interior of the building,
exploring the idea of the kit of parts
working on the interior as well.
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Cultural Activator Base State Rendering. A view of the activator
without the kit of parts applied. An idea of how it might look on an
average day, when no activities or festivals are happening. In this
scenario, food trucks parked on the property and picnic tables
were brought out to provide a public picnic area. A rock wall can
also be seen on the left façade, encouraging physical activity,
and a mural painted on the front and underside of the cantilever
suggest that the activator could be used as a public art display.

Master of Architecture Thesis May 2019 | 39

40 | Syracuse University School of Architecture

Master of Architecture Thesis May 2019 | 41

25

Chicago Latino Film Fest. Photos
from past events held, showing a
viewing theater and an exhibtion hall
with movie posters displayed. Photos
courtesy of the International Latino
Cultural Center.
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The Chicago Latino Film festival began in 1985 with a mission to make Latino culture more accessible and to use video as an artform to
convey important values to the public. The event is not competitive and is meant to function as an educational and community event to
bring members of all backgrounds together to celebrate Latino culture.12 Currently, the event only happens in one location in the heart
of Downtown Chicago. The activator design allows for stadium seating and a screen to be assembled and could encourage satellite
locations of the event to reach a broader audience.

26
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Scaffolding Beam

Scaffolding Wall Panel

Folding Table

Scaffolding Glass Panel

Table Set

Scaffolding Column

Scaffolding Railing

Tent

Scaffolding Floor Panel

Scaffolding Stage Assembly

Game Table

Scaffolding Stair Assembly

Curtain

Bench

Kit of Parts. Dynamic plug-ins that can be applied to the static architecture of the cultural activator. Some plug-ins are structural, acting as
temporary scaffolding structures, and some are furniture elements that can be used to occupy the space within and surrounding the activator.
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Flamenco is a symbol of Spanish culture that can be traced back at least 200 years, to the gypsy ghettos of Andalucía in southern
Spain. A musical tradition that began among the migrant gypsy communities, flamenco was used as a form of expression of their societal
oppression. Traditionally, flamenco was a performance meant for private events such as weddings or baptisms, but it gained popularity
in the 20th century as there became an increased demand for public performances.13 Flamenco today is not the same as it traditionally
was celebrated. Dancing, costumes and dramatic performance have been added to the more traditional guitar music shows. What was
once an art specific to the gypsy community has become a symbol of Spanish culture that is celebrated by all. The tradition has made
its way to Chicago with its Spanish population, and the Chicago Flamenco Festival is a yearly event that puts on many performances of
this music and dance show.14
The speculative design of the cultural activator for this thesis accommodates a flamenco festival by including a dance hall and stage for
the performances. This design takes a more participatory standpoint on the festival and could allow for the public to participate more
directly in the activities by learning and performing the flamenco dances themselves, instead of simply watching it in a theater setting as
the festival currently operates.

Chicago Flamenco Festival.
Photos from past events held,
showing dance and music
events. Photos courtesy of
Todd Rosenberg (top) and
John Boehm (bottom).
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Chicago Oktoberfest. Photos from
past events held, showing costume
and music events. Photos courtesy of
oktoberfestchicago.org.
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The origins of Oktoberfest can be traced to 1810, when Crown Prince Ludwig of Bavaria and Princess Therese of Saxony-Hildburghausen
were married in Munich, Germany. The celebrations of their marriage were enjoyed by thousands in the city and were such popular
events that the festivities were repeated each year.15 Over time, this festival transformed to the Oktoberfest that is so popular today and is
celebrated in Munich and all over the world. German immigrants brought the celebration to Chicago, where traditional German festivities,
beer, brats and oompah bands, are mixed with a Chicago flare of local music and tradition.16 The activator design for Chicago Oktoberfest
accommodates a multi-story beer hall, a characteristic symbol of any Oktoberfest celebration. The beer hall intersects with the interior of
the mass, vertically dividing the space of one of the cantilevers to accommodate even more visitors. Rows of tables can be added along
with tents for the distribution of food and beer and a stage for musical performances.

30
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Conclusion
The primary investigation of this thesis was surrounding the question, “how can architecture break through social divides to encourage
more socially inclusive urban environments?” As a Master of Architecture thesis project, the research component was just as important as
the design. In this semester-long investigation, a lot of focus and attention was placed on understanding how segregation in cities is born
and maintained, and the social implications it has on the communities it effects. To answer this research question, understanding the role
of architecture on social environments is integral to the successful implementation of a new typology designed to help foster discussion
surrounding the issue of segregation.
The design proposed in this thesis is only a preliminary proposal to this study, and while it responds to the research conducted is not a
finalized typological system. There are many successes in this design, especially in the conceptual ideas of the prototype. The idea of a
monumental static massing that can be added to with a dynamic kit of parts could be a successful means to accommodate the four key
concepts of temporality, transformability, adaptability and participation.
Upon further investigation, it would be interesting to explore different transparencies of the mass, studying how further opening the façade
would impact its function, and better be able to accommodate large groups of people. The focus was on the exterior of the activator,
especially regarding the relationship between the massing and the kit of parts. Next steps would be to develop the interior spaces to
better understand how they would function, especially in relation to the exterior and the addition of temporary structures that may be
applied. It would also be fruitful to consider the opinions of the people inhabiting these communities by doing stakeholder interviews to
understand the actual needs of the people, not just what is presented in public sources which were the primary sources of information in
this study. While this project is not yet fully resolved, it is the intention that it will still be successful in sparking discourse about the issue
of segregation in cities and how architecture can potentially have a positive impact on social environments.
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